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Introduction: previous studies

For almost a dozen years during a formative period of their develop-
ment children spend almost as much of their waking life at school as at
home. Altogether this works out at some 15,000 hours (from the age of
five until school leaving) during which schools and teachers may have
an impact on the development of the children in their care. Do a child’s
experiences at school have any effect; does it matter which school he
goes to; and which are the features of school that matter? These are
the issues which gave rise to the study of twelve London secondary
schools described in this book. The research findings provide a clear
‘yes’ in response to the first two questions. Schools do indeed have an
important impact on children’s development and it does matter which
school a child attends. Moreover, the results provide strong indications
of what are the particular features of school organisation and func-
tioning which make for success.

Our finding that schooling does make a difference will come as no
surprise to parents who often go to a good deal of trouble to get their
children into schools of their choice. On the other hand, at the time the
study was started there was a widespread acceptance among
academics that schools made little difference. This view largely
stemmed from two very influential books from the United States:
James Coleman’s (1966) report on Equality of Educational Opportuni-
ty and Christopher Jencks’ (1972) Inequality: A Reassessment of the
Effect of Family and Schooling in America. Coleman conducted a
large scale survey of the achievement of some 645,000 students in
4000 elementary and secondary schools. The results were held to in-
dicate that educational attainment was largely independent of the
schooling a child received. Jencks reassessed a mass of statistical
evidence from a variety of investigations, including the ‘Coleman
Report’. His analyses led to the rather startling conclusions that:
‘equalizing the quality of high schools would reduce cognitive inequali-
ty by one per cent or less’ and that ‘additional school expenditures are
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unlikely to increase achievement, and redistributing resources will not
reduce test score inequality’. At about the same time Arthur Jensen
(1969) reviewed the evidence on the factors which influence IQ and
scholastic attainment and drew his controversial conclusion that:
‘Compensatory education has been tried and it apparently has failed’.

At the same time British writers were drawing rather similar con-
clusions about the limited influence of schools on the development of
their pupils. The Plowden Report (1967), which drew on evidence com-
parable in many respects to that in the Coleman study, concluded that
home influences far outweighed those of the school. David Farrington
(1972) wrote an article entitled ‘Delinquency begins at home’, which
claimed to show that Michael Power’s (1967) earlier demonstration
that schools varied greatly in delinquency rates was largely a reflection
of the fact that schools varied greatly in the proportions of their
children who had already shown troublesome behaviour at primary
school.

There was a widespread pessimism about the extent that schools
could have any impact on children’s development and Basil Bernstein’s
(1970) view that ‘Education cannot compensate for society’ was
generally accepted. However, it is important to recognise that there
was immense disagreement on just what did have an influence on
children’s behaviour and attainments. Jensen (1969) saw hereditary
factors as predominant; Jencks (1972), on the other hand, mainly put
it down to ‘luck’; many people saw family influences, especially during
the preschool years, as the most important factor (e.g. Coleman et al.,
1966; Plowden, 1967; West and Farrington, 1973); whereas
sociologists were more inclined to see the roots of inequality in the
economic and political structure of society itself. Thus, Bowles (1971;
see also Bowles & Gintis, 1976) argued that ‘educational inequalities
are rooted in the basic institutions of our economy ... (its sources are
to be found) in the mutual reinforcement of class subcultures and
social class biases in the operation of the school system itself”.

Clearly, there is considerable disagreement about the influence of
schooling on children’s development. At first sight, too, there appears
to be a hopelessly confusing chaos of contradictory research findings.
In fact, that is not so. A careful examination of the various studies
shows that when like is compared with like the results of different in-
vestigations are pretty much in agreement on the main findings. The
apparent clashes in evidence arise largely because the studies have
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gathered different kinds of data or have used different statistical
analyses to answer quite different questions. In order to appreciate just
what these differences in approach mean and what the effects of posing
the questions in different ways are, it is necessary to briefly review
other work before describing our own research.

Large-scale surveys of attainment

It is appropriate to begin with the large-scale cross-sectional surveys
which were most influential in creating the impression that education
made little difference. Their basic strategy was to gather information
on the attainments of very large numbers of children using standard-
ised tests. Variations in children’s achievement on these tests were then
related to available measures on the children, their homes and their
schools. Clearly the results are likely to be influenced by the particular
measures used, by the extent to which children or schools actually vary
on these measures, and by the methods of statistical analysis
employed.

Measures of scholastic attainment

The first point that is immediately striking is that the original American
studies used measures of attainment which bore little relationship to
anything most schools would aim to teach. Thus, Coleman et al.
(1966) placed reliance on a single measure of verbal ability. This was
necessary because American school children do not take national .
examinations in school subjects in the way that British children do.
However, subsequent research has shown that reliance on a general in-
tellectual measure rather than attainment in subjects specifically taught
at school led to an underestimate of the importance of schooling.
The International Educational Achievement (IEA) Survey used
specially constructed achievement tests to study school influences on
attainment across twenty-two different countries (Postlethwaite, 1975).
The findings showed a more substantial school effect than that evident
in the Coleman report. However, there is reason to suppose that the
construction of standardised tests, which often involves the exclusion
of items which show major school differences, is likely to minimise
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school effects (Brimer et al., 1977). Certainly, recent studies in Ireland
(Madaus et al., 1976) and England (Brimer et al., 1977) of public
examination successes have shown greater school effects than those of
the IEA survey. Davis (1977) showed that among comprehensive
schools (i.e. those taking children of all levels of ability) in one county
in England, the proportion of children obtaining 6 or more passes in
GCE ‘O’ level ranged from 6 per cent to 32 per cent. Among grammar
schools (taking roughly the 15 per cent most able children) the rates
varied from 26 per cent to 78 per cent.

Moreover, the choice of school subject is also liable to influence
findings. Thus, the IEA studies (Postlethwaite, 1975; Coleman, 1975),
the American Project Talent (Shaycoft, 1967) and the British research
(Brimer et al., 1977) all indicated that subjects such as mathematics or
science which are generally learned mainly at school show greater
school differences than do those such as reading which a child may
learn in part at home from his parents, or those like English Literature
or Social Studies where a child’s learning from television or from
books at home as well as family conversation are all likely to play a
part.

A further point in this connection is that the subjects chosen for the
study of school influences should be appropriate to the age group being
investigated. Thus, tests of reading are unlikely to show much of a
secondary school influence simply because for most children reading
skills are largely acquired at primary school level.

School variables

The second major point about the large-scale surveys is that they
examined a very narrow range of school variables. The main focus was
on resources, as reflected in items like average expenditure per pupil,
number of books in the school library and teacher-pupil ratio. It is
clear now from many studies in both Britain and the United States that
the variations between schools or between local authorities in either
financial resources or size of school class show no clear relationships
to differences in scholastic attainment (see Jencks et al., 1972; Averch
et al., 1972; Rutter and Madge, 1976; Summers and Wolfe, 1977). On
the other hand, these rather concrete variables say nothing about a
whole range of school features which might influence children’s
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behaviour and attainments. As Jencks et al. (1972) themselves pointed
out, they ‘ignored not only attitudes and values but the internal life of
schools’. They were therefore quite unable to consider whether children
were influenced by differences in things such as the style or quality of
teaching, the types of teacher-child interaction in the classroom, the
overall social climate of the school, or its characteristics and qualities
as a social organisation. Other studies, which we consider below,
suggest that these were grave omissions — inevitable in the context of a
massive questionnaire survey but nevertheless liable to lead to rather
misleading conclusions. If the effects of schooling are to be judged in
terms of the strength of associations between particular school
variables and measures of attainment, it is essential that the school
variables should be the right ones (meaning that they reflect those
aspects of school life which do in fact have an impact). A lack of
association may simply mean that an irrelevant variable was chosen.

Gains in attainment

A major problem in all cross-sectional surveys designed to examine
school influences is the lack of information on what the children were
like when they entered the school. As Coleman (1975) put it: ‘the prin-
cipal villain (in the statistical analyses) is the fact that student pop-
ulations in different schools differ at the outset. ... because of this
difference, it is not possible merely to judge the quality of a school by
the achievements of the students leaving it. It is necessary to control in
some way for the variations in student input with which the teachers
and staff of the school are confronted. In some way, it is the increment
in achievement that the school provides which should be the measure
of the school’s quality’. This can only be determined through
longitudinal studies in which repeated measurements are made on the
same group of pupils at several different points during their school
career. The surveys considered so far all lacked any kind of measure of
the children’s attainments on entry to school, and so a variety of
statistical adjustments had to be made in order to estimate the size of
any possible effect. There has been considerable controversy about the
best way to do this (see, for example, Mosteller and Moynihan, 1972;
Coleman, 1975; Brimer et al., 1977). The statistical details need not
concern us here but it is necessary to recognise that different assump-
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tions underlie different methods of statistical analysis. Perhaps the
most important difficulty is raised by the (common) circumstance of
children from disadvantaged homes being more likely to attend disad-
vantaged schools. If the whole of home influences on development are
statistically eliminated before determining school effects, school in-
fluences will be automatically (and misleadingly) reduced by the extent
of overlap between disadvantages at home and at school. There are
various ways of handling this problem statistically but none provide a
really satisfactory alternative to using measures of attainment on the
same children both before and after school entry.

Variations between homes and between schools

Much research in the past two decades has been concerned with
attempts to estimate the relative importance of homes and schools in
terms of their impact on children’s development. The question is very
difficult to answer because, statistically speaking, the size or degree of
effect of any factor is strongly dependent on the range or extent of
variation on that factor or measure.

The point is perhaps best illustrated by an example. One might ask
which is more important in determining how fast a car can go — the
size of its engine or the skills of its driver? If we studied the issue by
looking at the races won by professional drivers, all of whom used cars
in the same racing class, we would probably find that the driver made
the most difference — simply because the car engines varied so little in
size. On the other hand, if the same comparison was made with cars
whose engines ranged from, say, 650cc to four litre capacity the
answer would be likely to be the other way round. The result would be
dependent in part on whether the difference between the ‘best’ and
‘worst’ driver was more or less than that between the biggest and
smallest engine.

The point is of some relevance when considering the relative impor-
tance of homes and schools. All studies which have compared the two
have clearly shown that for almost all measures of scholastic attain-
ment, the differences between schools accounted for far less of the
variance than did features of the family or home (Rutter and Madge,
1976). The findings are important in showing the limits of what would
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be achieved by bringing the ‘worst’ schools up to the level of the ‘best’,
but too much should not be read into them. The results do not
necessarily mean that school influences are of little importance.
Instead, they may be a consequence of the fact that there is a bigger
difference between the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ home than that between the
‘best’ and ‘worst’ school. If schools vary in quality less than do homes
(as is probably the case) then their statistical ‘effect’ on children’s at-
tainment will also appear less.

Inequalities in attainment or levels of attainment

The last issue with respect to the large-scale survey concerns the
questions being examined. The main distinction to bear in mind is that
between inequalities in attainment and overall levels of attainment.
Jencks’ analyses were primarily concerned with the first issue — name-
ly, if the quality of schooling was greatly improved, what effect would
this have in making children more similar to one another (i.e. reducing
inequalities in attainment)? The answer was that it would make very
little difference. The differences in attainment between children within
any one school are much greater than any differences in average at-
tainment between schools. Raising the quality of education does not
have the effect of making every one alike. This is because children vary
(as a result of both genetic endowment and home experiences) in their
ability to profit from educational opportunities. Improving schools will
not necessarily make any difference to individual variations.

But it may have a decisive impact in raising overall standards of at-
tainment. The distinction is very nicely brought out by Jack Tizard’s
(1975) study of the height of London school children. Over the last
half-century their average height has risen nine centimetres — a very
considerable gain — but of course children still vary enormously in how
tall they are. Improved living conditions (probably in terms of better
nutrition) have led to major changes in level, without any reduction in
inequality. Similarly, Skodak and Skeels (1949) showed that when
children born to seriously disadvantaged mothers were adopted into
good homes their average level of intelligence rose greatly, but as with
any other group of children, they still differed a lot between themselves.
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Conclusions from the large-scale surveys

The large-scale surveys, then, are agreed in showing that differences
between schools have rather little to do with the variations between in-
dividual children in general cognitive ability. On the other hand, the
effects are somewhat greater with respect to subjects such as maths
and science which are largely learned at school. Adequate estimates of
the size of any school effect, however, are not possible in the absence
of information on what the children’s behaviour and attainments were
like before school entry. Insofar as school influences are important, the
crucial factor does not appear to consist of the overall level of school
resources. Other studies are needed to determine which school
characteristics are most likely to foster successful development.

Studies of school variations in attendance, behaviour and
delinquency

The studies considered so far all refer to one or other aspect of
scholastic attainment. However, other investigations have also shown
quite large differences between schools in other aspects of children’s
performance — in their attendance, behaviour and delinquency rates.

Michael Power and his colleagues (1967) found huge differences in
delinquency rates between the twenty secondary schools serving one
inner London borough, even after excluding the schools taking the 15
per cent most academic children. Annual average rates varied from 1
per cent in the school with the ‘best’ record to 19 per cent in the one
with the ‘worst’. These school differences remained remarkably stable
over a six year period and did not appear to be explicable in terms of
differences in the catchment area served (Power et al, 1972). The
differences applied both to first offenders and to recidivists.

More recently, Dennis Gath and his research team (1977) have
produced broadly similar findings for children living in an outer Lon-
don borough of rather different social characteristics to that studied by
Power. Both primary and secondary schools differed widely in
probation rates (reflecting delinquency) and in rates of referral to child
psychiatric clinics. The two sets of rates showed parallel trends,
schools with a high referral rate tending also to have a high delinquen-
cy rate. As in the Power study, the school variations could not be
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explained in terms of the areas where the children lived.

Neither of these studies had data on the children’s characteristics at
school entry and neither was able to determine which school features
were associated with low or high delinquency rates. Studies by Donald
West and David Farrington (1973) and by David Reynolds (Reynolds
and Murgatroyd, 1977; Reynolds et al., 1976) make up for one or
other of these deficiencies but neither has data to deal with both
problems. West and Farrington’s work is based on a prospective study
of some four hundred boys living in a working class area in inner Lon-
don. The sample size was rather small for an investigation of this kind
and only four secondary schools took as many as forty children each.
However, Farrington (1972) was able to show that much of the school
variation was explicable in terms of intake differences. The high
delinquency schools took a higher proportion of boys already showing
troublesome behaviour at primary school. The study strongly
emphasises the importance of having longitudinal data in order to look
at changes in behaviour according to the school attended. The findings
have been interpreted as showing that schools do not influence
delinquency rates (West and Farrington, 1973). However, examination
of the data shows that there were some school variations. Thus, for
boys with ‘average’ behaviour at primary school, 20 per cent became
delinquent at low delinquency schools whereas 31 per cent did so at
high delinquency schools.

David Reynolds, on the other hand, did not have any information
on the children prior to secondary school entry, although there was
evidence that the schools he studied had roughly comparable intakes.
He found major variations between them in rates of academic attain-
ment, attendance, delinquency and also unemployment four months
after school leaving. These school differences remained stable over a
six year period from 1966 to 1972. Preliminary findings on school
practices (as observed by Reynolds) showed that enforcement of uni-
forms, a prefect system and a low level of corporal punishment were all
significantly correlated with good attendance. The study is important,
not only because of the range of ‘outcomes’ studied but also because it
begins to provide pointers to what sort of features may be influential in
schools. The suggestion is that the impact lies in characteristics of the
schools in the formal and informal rules they have and in their internal
organisation rather than anything directly to do with finances or
buildings.



